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RADI O WAVES
by M CHAEL SWANW CK
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nunber by 0.1 and redistribute.]

First published in Omi, Wnter 1995

I was wal king the tel ephone wires upside-down, the sky underfoot cold and flat with a few
hard bright stars sparsely scattered about it, when | thought how it would take only an instant's
weakness to step off to the side and fall up forever into the night. A kind of wldness entered ne
then and | began to run.

El ectric Mdtors-Controls-Parts. Then, where the sl ope steepened, along the curving snake of
rowhouses that went the full quarter nmile up to the Ridge. Twice | overtook pedestrians, hunched
and bundl ed, heads doggedly down, out on inconprehensible errands. They didn't notice nme, of

course. They never do. The antenna farmwas visible fromhere. | could see the Seven Sisters

spangled with red lights, dependent on the earth like stalactites. "Were are you running to,

little one?" one tower whispered in a crackling, staticky voice. | think it was Hegenone.
"Fuck off," | said without slackening ny pace, and they all chuckl ed.

Cars munbl ed by. This was ravine country, however built up, and the far side of the road, too
steep and rocky for devel opnent, was given over to trees and garbage. Hanburger w appings and

white plastic trash bags rustled in their wake. | was running full-out now.

About a block or so fromthe R dge, | stunbled and alnost fell. | slapped an arm across a
t el ephone pole and just nanaged to catch nyself in tine. Aghast at my own carel essness, | hung
there, dizzy and al arned. The ground overhead was bl ack as black, an iron roof, yet somehow was as
anxi ous as a hound to | eap upon ne, crush ne flat, smear nme to nothingness. | stared up at it,
horrifi ed.

Sonebody screaned my nane.

I turned. A faint blue figure clung to a television antenna atop a snall, stuccoed brick

dupl ex. Charlie's Wdow. She pointed an armthat flickered with silver fire down Ri pka Street.
sl ewed about to see what was coning after ne.

It was the Corpsegrinder.

When it saw that |1'd spotted it, it put out several nore |legs, extended a quilled head, and
rai sed a how that bounced off the Heaviside |layer. My nonexistent blood chilled. In a panic, |
scranbl ed up and ran toward the Ridge and safety. | had a squat in the old Roxy, and once | was
through the wall, the Corpsegrinder would not follow. Wy this should be so, | did not know But
you learn the rules if you want to survive

I ran. In the back of nmy head | could hear the Seven Sisters clucking and gossiping to each
other, radiating television and radi o over a few dozen frequencies. Indifferent to my plight.

The Corpsegrinder churned up the wires on a hundred needl e-sharp legs. | could feel the ion
surge it kicked up pushing against ne as | reached the intersection of Ridge and Leverington. Cars
were pulling up to the punps at the Atlantic station. Teenagers stood in front of the A-Plus Mni
Mar ket, flicking half-snoked cigarettes into the street, stanping their feet like colts, and
wai ting for something to happen. | couldn't help feeling a great |onging disdain for them Every
| ast one worried about grades and drugs and zits, and all the while snugly barricaded within
hul ki ng fortresses of flesh.

I was scant yards from honme. The Roxy was a big old novie palace, fallen into disrepair and
sem converted to a skateboarding rink which had gone out of business alnost inmediately. But it

had been a wonderful place once, and the terra-cotta trimwas still there: ribbons and river-gods,
great puffing faces with panpipes, guitars, flowers, wverns. | crossed the R dge on a dead
tel ephone wire, spider-web delicate but still usable.

Al nmost t here.

Then the creature was upon ne, with a howl of electronagnetic rage that silenced even the
Sisters for an instant. It slammed into ny side, a stormof razors and di anond- edged fury, hooks
and cl aws ext ended.

| grabbed at a rusty flange on the side of the Roxy.

Too late! Pain exploded within nme, a sheet of white nausea. Al in an instant | |ost the nanme
of ny second daughter, an April norning when the world was new and | was five, a snobky string of
all-nighters in Renssel aer Polytech, the jowy grin of Od Watsisface the German who |ived on
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LaFountain Street, the fresh pain of a sprained ankle out back of a Banana Republic warehouse,
fishing off a yell ow rubber raft with my old nan on Lake Chanplain. Al gone, these and a thousand
things nore, sucked away, crushed to nothing, beyond retrieval

Furious as any wounded aninmal, | fought back. Foul bits of substance splattered under ny
fist. The Corpsegrinder reared up to smash me down, and | scrabbl ed desperately away. Sonet hing
tore and gave.

Then | was through the wall and safe and anong the bats and gl oom

"Cobb!" the Corpsegrinder shouted. It lashed wildly back and forth, scouring the brick walls

with linbs and teeth, as restless as a March wi nd, as unpredictable as ball |ightning.

For the nonent | was safe. But it had seized a part of ne, tortured it, and nmade it a part of
itself. | could no |onger delude nyself into thinking it was sinply going to go away.
"Cahawahawbb!" It broke ny name down to a chord of overlapping tones. It had an ugly, nuddy voice
| felt dirtied just listening to it. "Caw-" A pause. "--awbb!"

In a horrified daze | stunbled up the Roxy's curving patterned-tin roof until | found a
section free of bats. Exhausted and dispirited, | slunped down.

"Caw aw aw awb buh buh!"

How had the thing found me? I'd thought 1'd left it behind in Manhattan. Had ny flight across
the high-tension lines left a trail of sonme kind? Maybe. Then again, it m ght have sone speci al
connection with me. To follow ne here it must have passed by easier prey. Wiich inplied it had a
grudge agai nst nme. Maybe 1'd known the Corpsegrinder back when it was hunan. W coul d once have
been inmportant to each other. W m ght have been lovers. It was possible. The world is a stranger
pl ace than | used to believe.

The horror of ny existence overtook me then, an acute awareness of the squalor in which
dwel t, the danger which surrounded ne, and the dark nystery informng nmy universe. | wept for al
that | had | ost.

Eventually, the sun rose up like God's own Peterbilt and with a triunphant blare of chroned
trunpets, gently sent all of us creatures of the night to sleep

When you die, the first thing that happens is that the world turns upside-down. You feel an
overwhel ming disorientation and a strange sensation that's not quite pain as the |ast strands
connecting you to your body part, and then you slip out of physical being and fall fromthe
pl anet .

As you fall, you attenuate. Your substance expands and thins, glowing nore and nore faintly
as you pick up speed. So far as can be told, it's a process that doesn't ever stop. Fainter,
thinner, colder... until you' ve nerged into the substance of everyone el se who's ever died, spread

perfectly uniformy through the universal vacuum forever noving toward but never arriving at
absolute zero. Look hard, and the sky is full of the Dead.

Not everyone falls away. Sonme few are fast-thinking or |ucky enough to nmaintain a tenuous
hold on earthly existence. | was one of the |ucky ones. | was working |ate one night on a proposa
when | had ny heart attack. The office was enpty. The ceiling had a wire nmesh within the plaster
and that's what saved ne.

The first response to death is denial. This can't be happening, | thought. | gaped up at the
fl oor where ny body had fallen and woul d |ie undiscovered until norning. My own corpse, pale and
bl oodl ess, wearing a corporate tie and sl eevel ess gray Angora sweater. CGold Rol ex, Sharper |nmage
desk accessories, and of course | also thought: | died for this? By which of course | neant ny
entire life.

So it was in a state of personal and ontological crisis that | wandered across the ceiling to
the | ocation of an old pneunmatic nessage tube, renoved and pl astered over sone 50 years before.
fell fromthe seventeenth to the twenty-fifth floor, and | learned a |ot in the process. Shaken,
startled, and already begi nning to assune the wariness that the afterlife requires, | went to a
wi ndow to get a glinpse of the outer world. When | tried to touch the glass, nmy hand went right
through. | jerked back. Cautiously, | |eaned forward so that ny head stuck out into the night.

What a wonderful experience Tinmes Square is when you're dead! There is ten tinmes the light a
living being sees. Al netal things vibrate with inner Iife. Electric wires are thin scratches in
the air. Neon sings. The world is filled with strange sights and cries. Everything shifts from
beauty to beauty.

Sonet hing that |ooked |like a cross between a dragon and a wi sp of snbke was feeding in the
Square. But it was |ost anbng so nmany wonders that | gave it no particular thought.

Ni ght again. | awoke with Led Zeppelin playing in the back of nmy head. Stairway to Heaven
Again. It can be a long wait between Dead M| kmen cuts.
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"Wakey-risey, little man," crooned one of the Sisters. It was funny how sonetinmes they took a
cl ose personal interest in our doings, and other times ignored us conpletely. "This is Euphrosyne
with the red-eye weather report. The outlook is nopody with a chance of existential despair. You
won't be going outside tonight if you know what's good for you. There'll be lightning within the
hour . "

"It"'s too late in the year for lightning," | said.

"Ch dear. Should I informthe weather?"

By now | was beginning to realize that what | had taken on awakening to be the
Cor psegrinder's dark aura was actually the high-pressure front of an approaching storm The first
drops of rain pattered on the roof. Wnd skirled and the rain grew stronger. Thunder grow ed in
the di stance. "Wy don't you just go fuck your--"

A light laugh that trilled up into the supersonic, and she was gone.

I was listening to the rain underfoot when a lightning bolt screaned into existence, turning
me inside-out for the briefest instant then cartwheeling gleefully into oblivion. In the instant
of restoration following the bolt, the walls were transparent and all the world nade of glass, its
secrets available to be snooped out. But before conprehensi on was possible, the walls opaqued
again and the lightning's nmal evolent aftermath faded |i ke a madman's snmile in the night.

Through it all the Seven Sisters were |aughing and singing, screaming with joy whenever a
lightning bolt flashed, and making up nonsense poenms fromhow s, whistles, and static. During a
momentary lull, the flat humof a carrier wave filled nmy head. Phaenna, by the feel of her. But
i nstead of her voice, | heard only the sound of fearful sobs.

"Wdow?" | said. "lIs that you?"

"She can't hear you," Phaenna purred. "You're lucky I'mhere to bring you up to speed. A
lightning bolt hit the transforner outside her house. It was bound to happen sooner or later. Your

Nenesis -- the one you call the Corpsegrinder, such a cute nicknane, by the way -- has her
trapped. "
Thi s was naki ng no sense at all. "Wy would the Corpsegrinder be after her?"

"Wy why why why?" Phaenna sang, a snatch of sonme pop ballad or other

"You didn't get answers when you were alive, what nakes you think you'd get any now?" The
sobbi ng went on and on. "She can sit it out," | said. "The Corpsegrinder can't -- hey, wait.
Didn't they just wire her house for cable? I'mtrying to picture it. Phone |ines on one side,
electric on the other, cable. She can slip out on his blind side."

The sobs | essened and then rose in a nost un-Wdow |ike wail of despair.

"Typical ," Phaenna said. "You haven't the slightest notion of what you're tal king about. The
lightning stroke has altered your little pet. Go out and see for yourself."

My hackl es rose. "You know dammed good and well that | can't--"

Phaenna's attention shifted and the carrier beamdied. The Seven Sisters are fickle that way.
This time, though, it was just as well. No way was | going out there to face that nonstrosity. |
couldn't. And | was grateful not to have to adnmit it.

For a long while | sat thinking about the Corpsegrinder. Even here, protected by the strong

wal | s of the Roxy, the nmere thought of it was paralyzing. | tried to i magi ne what Charlie's W dow
was goi ng through, separated fromthis nonster by only a thin curtain of brick and stucco. Feeling
the hard radiation of its malice and need... It was beyond ny powers of visualization. Eventually

I gave up and thought instead about ny first nmeeting with the Wdow.

She was coning down the hill from Roxborough with her arns out, the inverted image of a child
pl aying a tightrope wal ker. Placing one foot ahead of the other with deliberate concentration,
scanning the wire before her so cautiously that she was | ess than a bl ock away when she saw ne.

She screaned

Then she was running straight at me. My back was to the transforner station -- there was no
pl ace to flee. | shrank away as she stunmbled to a halt.
"It's you!" she cried. "Ch God, Charlie, | knew you'd cone back for nme, | waited so |ong but

I never doubted you, never, we can--
joy in her died.

She lunged forward as if to hug me. Qur eyes net. Al the

"Ch," she said. "It's not you."

I was fresh off the high-tension lines, still vibrating with energy and fear. My nind was a
bl aze of contradictions. | could renmenber al nost nothing of my post-death exi stence. Fragnents,
bits of advice fromthe old dead, a horrifying confrontation with... something, sone creature or
phenonmenon that had driven me to flee Manhattan. Wether it was this event or the fearsone voltage
of that radiant highway that had scoured me of experience, | did not know "It's me," | protested.

"No, it's not." Her gaze was unflatteringly frank. "You' re not Charlie and you never were.

file:/lIC|/13226%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...s/Michael%20Swanwick%20-%20Radio%20Waves.txt (3 of 11) [1/3/2005 12:35:35 AM]



file://1C|/3226%620Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Mi chael %620Swanwi ck%20-%20Radi 0%20Waves.txt

You're -- just the sad remmant of what once was a man, and not a very good one at that." She
turned away. She was |leaving ne! In ny confusion, | felt such a despair as | had never known
bef ore.

"Please..." | said.

She st opped.

A long silence. Then what in a living wonman woul d have been a sigh. "You'd think that | --
wel |, never mind." She offered her hand, and when | would not take it, said, "This way."

I foll owed her down Main Street, through the shallow canyon of the business district to a
diner at the edge of town. It was across from Hubcap Heaven and an autonotive junkyard bordered it
on two sides. The diner was closed. W settled down on the ceiling.

"That's where the car ended up after | died," she said, gesturing toward the junkyard. "It
was right after | got the call about Charlie. | stayed up drinking and after a while it occurred
to ne that naybe they were wong, they'd nmade sonme sort of horrible m stake and he wasn't really
dead, you know?

"Li ke maybe he was in a conma or sonething, sone horrible kind of mnisdiagnosis, they'd gotten
hi m confused wi th sonebody el se, who knows? Terrible things happen in hospitals. They nake
nm st akes.

"l decided | had to go and straighten things out. There wasn't tinme to make coffee so | went
to the nedici ne cabinet and gul ped down a bunch of pills at random figuring something anong them

woul d keep ne awake. Then | junped into the car and started off for Col orado."
"My God."
"I have no idea how fast | was going -- everything was a blur when | crashed. At |east |

didn't take anybody with nme, thank the Lord. There was this one horrible noment of confusion and
pain and rage and then | found nyself lying on the floor of the car with nmy corpse just inches
beneath nme on the underside of the roof." She was silent for a noment. "My first inpulse was to

crawl out the wi ndow. Lucky for ne | didn't." Another pause. "It took nme nost of a night to work
my way out of the yard. | had to go fromweck to weck. There were these gaps to junp. It was a
ni ght mare. "

"I''"'m anmazed you had the presence of mind to stay in the car."

"Dyi ng sobers you up fast."

I laughed. | couldn't help it. And without the slightest hesitation, she joined right in with
me. It was a fine warmnonent, the first I'd had since | didn't know when. The two of us set each
other off, laughing | ouder and | ouder, our nerrinent heterodyning until it filled every television
screen for a nmile around with snow.

My defenses were down. She reached out and took ny hand.

Menory flooded ne. It was her first date with Charlie. He was an el ectrician. Her next-door
nei ghbor was havi ng the place rehabbed. She'd been working in the back yard and he struck up a
conversation. Then he asked her out. They went to a disco in the Adanis Mark over on City Line
Avenue.

She wasn't eager to get involved with sonebody just then. She was still recovering froma
hellish affair with a married man who'd thought that since he wasn't available for anything
permanent, that nmade her his property. But when Charlie suggested they go out to the car for sone
coke -- it was the Seventies -- she'd said sure. He was going to put the noves on her sooner or
later. Mght as well get it settled early so they'd have nore tine for dancing.

But after they' d done up the lines, Charlie had shocked her by taking her hands in his and
ki ssing them She worked for a Bucks County pottery in those days and her hands were rough and
red. She was very sensitive about them

"Beautiful hands,"” he nurnured. "Such beautiful, beautiful hands."

"You' re making fun of ne," she protested, hurt.

"No! These are hands that do things, and they've been shaped by the things they' ve done. The
way stones in a stream are shaped by the water that passes over them The way tools are shaped by
their work. A hamrer is beautiful, if it's a good hamer, and your hands are, too."

He coul d have been scamm ng her. But sonething in his voice, his nanner, said no, he really
meant it. She squeezed his hands and saw that they were beautiful, too. Suddenly she was gl ad she
hadn't gone off the pill when she broke up with Daniel. She started to cry. Her date | ooked
al arnmed and baffled. But she couldn't stop. Al the tears she hadn't cried in the past two years
canme pouring out of her, unstoppabl e.

Charl i e-boy, she thought, you just got |ucky.

Al this in an instant. | snatched ny hands away, breaking contact. "Don't do that!" | cried.
"Don't you ever touch ne again!"
Wth flat disdain, the Wdow said, "It wasn't pleasant for nme either. But | had to see how
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much of your life you renenber."

It was naive of me, but | was shocked to realize that the passage of nmenories had gone both
ways. But before | could voice ny outrage, she said, "There's not nuch left of you. You're only a
fragnment of a man, shreds and tatters, hardly anything. No wonder you're so frightened. You' ve got
what Charlie calls a | ow signal-to-noise ratio. Wat happened in New York City al nost destroyed
you."

"That doesn't give you the right to--"

"Ch be still. You need to know this. Living is sinple, you just keep going. But death is
complex. It's so hard to hang on and so easy to |let go. The tenptation is always there. Believe
me, | know. There used to be five of us in Roxborough, and where are the others now? Two cane

t hrough Manayunk | ast spring and canped out under the El for a season and they're gone, too.
Holding it together is hard work. One day the stars start singing to you, and the next you begin
to listen to them A week later they start to nake sense. You're just reacting to events -- that's
not good enough. If you nean to hold on, you've got to know why you're doing it."

"So why are you?"

"I"'mwaiting for Charlie," she said sinply.

It occurred to ne to wonder exactly how many years she had been waiting. Three? Fifteen? Just

how | ong was it possible to hold on? Even in ny confused and enotional state, though, | knew
better than to ask. Deep inside she nust've known as well as | did that Charlie wasn't comng. "MW
nane's Cobb," | said. "Wat's yours?"

She hesitated and then, with an odd sidelong |ook, said, "I'mCharlie's widow. That's al

that matters.
onwar d.

It was all the nanme she ever gave, and Charlie's Wdow she was to ne fromthen

| rolled onto nmy back on the tin ceiling and spread out ny arns and | egs, a phantom starfish
anong the bats. A fragnent, she had called ne, shreds and tatters. No wonder you're so frightened!
In all the months since |I'd been washed into this backwater of the power grid, she'd never treated
me with anything but a condescensi on bordering on contenpt.

So | went out into the stormafter all.

The rain was nothing. It passed right through ne. But there were ion-heavy gusts of w nd that
threatened to knock me off the lines, and the transfornmer outside the Wdow s house was burning a
fierce actinic blue. It was a gusher of energy, a flare star brought to earth, dazzling. A bolt of
I'i ghtning un-zi pped me, turned ne inside out, and restored ne before | had a chance to react.

The Corpsegrinder was visible fromthe Roxy, but between the burning transformer and the
creature's metanorphosis, | was within a block of the nonster before |I understood exactly what it
was | was seeing.

It was feeding off the dying transformer, sucking in energy so greedily that it pulsed like a
nmosqui to engorged with bl ood. Enornous plasma wi ngs warped to either side, hot blue and
transparent. They curved entirely around the Wdow s house in an unbroken and circular wall. At
the resonance points they extruded | ess detailed versions of the Corpsegrinder itself, |ike
sentinels, all facing the Wdow

Surrounding her with a prickly ring of electricity and malice.

| retreated a block, though the transformer fire apparently hid nme fromthe Corpsegrinder
for it stayed where it was, eyelessly staring inward. Three tinmes | circled the house froma
di stance, looking for a way in. An unguarded cable, a wought-iron fence, any unbroken stretch of
metal too high or too low for the Corpsegrinder to reach

Not hi ng.

Finally, because there was no alternative, | entered the house across the street fromthe
Wdow s, the one that was best shielded fromthe spouting and stuttering transforner. A power |ine
took ne into the attic crawl space. Fromthere | scaled the electrical systemdown through the
second and first floors and so to the basenent. | had a brief glinpse of a man asl eep on a couch
before the television. The set was off but it still held a residual charge. It sat quiescent,
smug, bloated with stolen energies. If the poor bastard on the couch coul d have seen what | saw,
he' d' ve never turned on the TV again. In the basement | hand-over-handed nyself fromthe washing

machine to the main water inlet. Straddling the pipe, | sumoned all ny courage and plunged ny
head under gr ound.

It was black as pitch. | inched forward on the pipe in a kind of panic. | could see nothing,
hear nothing, snmell nothing, taste nothing. All | could feel was the iron pipe beneath ny hands.

Just beyond the wall the pipe ended in a T-joint where it hooked into a branch |ine under the
drive. | followed it to the street.
It was awful: like suffocation infinitely prol onged. Like being wapped in black cloth. Like
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bei ng drowned in ink. Like strangling noiselessly in the void between the stars. To distract
mysel f, | thought about ny old man.

When ny father was young, he navigated between cities by radio. Driving dark and usually
enpty hi ghways, he'd twi st the dial back and forth, back and forth, until he'd hit a station. Then
he'd wi thdraw his hand and wait for the station ID. That would give himhis rough |ocation -- that
he was sonmewhere outside of Al bany, say. A sudden signal coming in strong and then abruptly
di ssolving in groans and eerie whistles was a fluke of the ionosphere, inpossibly distant and
easily disregarded. One that faded in and i nmedi ately out nmeant he had grazed the edge of a
station's range. But then a signal would grow and strengthen as he penetrated its field,
crescendo, fade, and collapse into static and silence. That left himnorth of Troy, let's say, and
maki ng good tinme. He would begin the search for the next station

You coul d drive across the continent in this way, passed fromhand to hand by |ocal radio,
and tuned in to the geography of the night.

I went over that nmenory three tines, polishing and refining it, before the branch line
abruptly ended. One hand groped forward and cl osed upon not hi ng.

I had reached the main conduit. For a panicked nonent | had feared that it would be concrete
or brick or even one of the cedar pipes the city laid down in the nineteenth century, remants of
which still linger here and there beneath the pavenent. But by sheer blind luck, the system had
been installed during that narrow wi ndow of tine when the pipes were cast iron. | crawl ed al ong
its underside first one way and then the other, searching for the branch line for the Wdow s.
There was a |l ot of crap under the street. Several tines | was bl ocked by gas |ines or by the high-
pressure pipes for the fire hydrants and had to awkwardly cl anber around them At last, | found
the line and began the painful journey out fromthe street again.

When | energed in the Wdow s basenent, | was a nervous weck. It cane to ne then that |
could no | onger renenber ny father's nanme. A thing of rags and shreds indeed! | worked ny way up
the electrical system searching every roomand unintentionally spying on the famly who had
bought the house after her death. In the kitchen a puffy man stood with his sleeves rolled up,
el bow-deep in the sink, angrily washing di shes by candlelight. A woman who was surely his wife
expressively snoked a cigarette at his stiff back, drawing in the snoke with bitter intensity and
exhaling it in puffs of hatred. On the second floor a preadol escent girl clutched a tortoise-shel
cat so tightly it struggled to escape, and cried into its fur. In the next rooma younger boy sat
on his bed in earphones, Wal k-nan on his |l ap, staring sightlessly out the wi ndow at the burning
transformer. No Wdow on either floor

How, | wondered, could she have endured this entropic oven of a blue-collar rowhouse, forever
the voyeur at the banquet, watching the living squander what she had al ready spent? Her trace was
everywhere, her presence elusive. | was beginning to thing she'd despaired and given herself up to
the sky when I found her in the attic, clutching the wire that led to the antenna. She | ooked up,
amazed by nmy unexpected appearance.

"Conme on," | said. "I know a way out."

Ret urni ng, however, | couldn't retrace the route I'd taken in. It wasn't so nuch the
difficulty of navigating the twisting maze of pipes under the street, though that was bad enough,
as the fact that the Wdow woul dn't hazard the passage unless | |ed her by the hand.

"You don't know how difficult this is for ne," | said.

"It's the only way I'd dare."” A nervous, hunorless laugh. "I have such a | ousy sense of
direction."

So, steeling nmyself, | seized her hand and plunged through the wall.

It took all my concentration to keep fromsliding off the water pipes, | was so distracted by

the violence of her thoughts. W crawl ed through a hundred nenories, all of her nmarried |over, all
ali ke. Here's one:

Dani el snapped on the car radio. Sad nusic -- sonething classical -- flooded the car. "That's
bul I shit, babe. You know how nuch | have invested in you?" He jabbed a blunt finger at her dress.
"l could buy two good whores for what that thing cost."

Then why don't you, she thought. Get back on your Metroliner and go home to New York City and
your wife and your noney and your two good whores. Al oud, reasonably, she said, "It's over, Danny,
can't you see that?"

"Look, babe. Let's not argue here, okay? Not in the parking lot, with people wal king by and
everybody listening: Drive us to your place, we can sit down and talk it over like civilized human
bei ngs. "

She clutched the wheel, staring straight ahead. "No. W're going to settle this here and

NOoWw.
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"Christ." One-handed, Daniel wangled a pack of Kents froma jacket pocket and knocked out a
cigarette. Took the end in his lips and drew it out. Punched the lighter. "So tal k."
A wash of hopel essness swept over her. Mrried nen were supposed to be easy to get rid of.

That was the whole point. "Let nme go, Danny," she pleaded. Then, lying, "W can still be friends."
He made a di sgusted noi se.
"I've tried, Danny, | really have. You don't know how hard |'ve tried. But it's just not
wor ki ng. "
"Al'l right, I've listened. Now let's go." Reaching over her, Daniel threw the gearshift into

reverse. He stepped on her foot, nmashing it into the accel erator

The car | eaped backward. She shrieked and in a flurry of panic swung the wheel about and
sl ammred on the brakes with her free foot.

Wth a jolt and a crunch, the car stopped. There was the tinkle of broken plastic. They'd hit
a |inme-green Hyundai

"Ch, that's just perfect!" Daniel said. The lighter popped out. He Iit his cigarette and then
swung open the door. "I'Ill check the danage." Over her shoul der, she saw Daniel tug at his
trousers knees as he crouched to exanine the Hyundai. She had a sudden inpulse to slew the car
around and escape. Step on the gas and never | ook back. Watch his face, dismayed and dwindling, in
the rear-view nmirror. Eyes flooded with tears, she began quietly to |augh

Then Daniel was back. "It's all right, let's go."

"l heard sonething break."

"I't was just a tail-light, okay?" He gave her a funny | ook. "Wat the hell are you | aughing
about ?"

She shook her head hel pl essly, unable to sort out the tears fromthe |aughter. Then sonehow
they were on the Expressway, the car humm ng down the indistinct and warping road. She was driving
but Daniel was still in control.

We were conpletely [ost now and had been for sone tinme. | had taken what | was certain had to
be a branch line and it had | ed nowhere. W'd been tracing its tw sty passage for blocks. |
stopped and pulled ny hand away. | couldn't concentrate. Not with the caustics and poi sons of the
Wdow s past churning through me. "Listen," | said. "W've got to get something straight between
us."

Her voice came out of nowhere, small and wary. "What?"

How to say it? The horror of those nmenories lay not in their brutality but in their
particularity. They nestled into enpty spaces where nenories of ny own should have been. They were
as famliar as old shoes. They fit.

"If 1 could renenber any of this crap,"” | said, "lI'd apologize. Hell, | can't blame you for
how you feel. O course you're angry. But it's gone, can't you see that, it's over. You' ve got to
let go. You can't hold ne accountable for things | can't even renmenber, okay? Al that shit
happened decades ago. | was young. |'ve changed." The absurdity of the thing swept over nme. 1'd
have | aughed if 1'd been able. "I'mdead, for pity's sake!"

A long silence. Then, "So you've figured it out."

"You've known all along,” | said bitterly. "Ever since | cane off the high-tension lines in
Manayunk. "

She didn't deny it. "l suppose | should be flattered that when you were in trouble you came
to ne," she said in a way that indicated she was not.

"Why didn't you tell me then? Wy drag it out?"

"Danny--"

"Don't call me that!"

"I't's your nanme. Daniel. Daniel Cobb."

Al the emotions |1'd been hol ding back by sheer force of denial closed about nme. | flung
mysel f down and cl utched the pipe tight, crushing nmyself against its unforgiving surface. Trapped
in the friendl ess wastes of night, | weighed ny fear of letting go against ny fear of holding on
" Cobb?"

| said nothing. The Wdow s voice took on an edgy quality. "Cobb, we can't stay here. You've
got to lead nme out. | don't have the slightest idea which way to go. |I'mlost w thout your help."

I still could not speak.

"Cobb!" She was close to panic. "I put ny own feelings aside. Back in Manayunk. You needed

help and | did what | could. Nowit's your turn."

Silently, invisibly, I shook my head.

"God damm you, Danny," she said furiously. "I won't let you do this to ne again! So you're
unhappy with what a jerk you were -- that's not ny problem You can't redeem your manliness on me
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any nore. | amnot your fucking salvation. I amnot sone kind of cosnic |ast chance and it's not
my job to talk you down fromthe | edge."

That stung. "I wasn't asking you to," | nunbled.

"So you're still there! Take ny hand and | ead us out."

| pulled nyself together. "You'll have to follow ny voice, babe. Your nmenories are too
intense for me."

We resuned our slow progress. | was sick of crawing, sick of the dark, sick of this

lightless horrid existence, disgusted to the pit of my soul with who and what | was. WAs there no
end to this |labyrinth of pipes?

"Wait." |'d brushed by sonething.

Sonet hing netal buried in the earth.

"What is it?"

"I think it's--" 1 groped about, trying to get a sense of the thing's shape. "I think it's a

cast-iron gatepost. Here. Wait. Let nme clinb up and take a | ook."

Rel i nqui shing nmy grip on the pipe, | seized hold of the object and stuck nmy head out of the
ground. | emerged at the gate of an iron fence fram ng the nminuscule front yard of a house on
Ri pka Street. | could see again! It felt so good to feel the clear breath of the world once nore
that | closed ny eyes briefly to savor the sensation

"How ironic," Euphrosyne said.

"After being so heroic," Thalia said.

"Overcoming his fears," Aglaia said.

"Rescuing the fair maid fromterror and durance vile," Ceta said.

"Realizing at last who he is," Phaenna said.

"Begi nning that long and difficult road to recovery by finally getting in touch with his
i nnernost feelings," Auxo said.

Hegenone gi ggl ed.

"What ?" | opened ny eyes.

That was when the Corpsegrinder struck. It |eaped upon nme with stunning force, driving spear-
| ong tal ons through ny head and body. The tal ons were barbed so that they couldn't be pulled free
and they burned like nmolten nmetal. "Ahhhh, Cobb," the Corpsegrinder crooned. "Now this is sweet."

I screanmed and it drank in those screans so that only silence escaped into the outside world.
| struggled and it nmade those struggles its own, leaving ne to kick nyself deeper and deeper into

the drowning pools of its identity. Wth all ny will | resisted. It was not enough. | experienced
the | anguorous pl easure of surrender as that very will and resistance were sucked down into ny
attacker's substance. The distinction between ne and it weakened, strained, dissolved. | was

t ransf or ned.
I was the Corpsegrinder now. Manhattan is a virtual school for the dead. Enough people die
there every day to keep any nunmber of nonsters fed. Fromthe store of nenories the Corpsegrinder

had stolen fromme, | recalled a quiet nonent sitting crosslegged on the tin ceiling of a sleaze
joint while table dancers entertai ned Japanese tourists on the floor above and a kobold instructed
me on the finer points of survival. "The worst thing you can be hunted by," he said, "is
yoursel f."

"Very aphoristic."

"Fuck you. | used to be human, too."

"Sorry."

"Apol ogy accepted. Look, | told you about Salamanders. That's a shitty way to go, but at
least it's final. Wien they're done with you, nothing remains. But a Corpsegrinder is a parasite.
It has no true identity of its own, so it constructs one frombits and pieces of everything that's
unpl easant within you. Your basic greeds and lusts. It gives you a particularly nasty sort of
imortality. Renenber that old cartoon? This hideous toad saying, 'Kiss ne and live forever --
you'll be a toad, but you'll live forever.'" He grimaced. "If you get the choice, go with the
Sal amander . "

"So what's this business about hunting mysel f?"

"Sonmetimes a Corpsegrinder will rip you in two and | et half escape. For a while."

"\ihy "

"l dunno. Maybe it likes to play with its food. Ever watch a cat torture a nouse? Maybe it
thinks it's fun."

Froma mllion mles away, | thought: So now | know what's happened to nme. |I'd nmade quite a
run of it, but nowit was over. It didn't matter. Al that nattered was the hoard of nenories,
glorious nenories, into which I'd been dunped. | wallowed in them picking out here a winter

sunset and there the pain of a jellyfish sting when | was nine. So what if | was al ready begi nning
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to dissolve? | was intoxicated, drunk, stoned with the raw stuff of experience. | was high on
life.

Then the Wdow clinbed up the gatepost |ooking for ne. "Cobb?"

The Corpsegrinder had noved up the fence to a nore confortable spot in which to digest ne.
When it saw the Wdow, it reflexively parked ne in a nenory of a gray drizzly day in a Ford Fiesta
outside of 30th Street Station. The engi ne was going and the heater and the wi ndshield w per, too,
so | snapped on the radio to mask their noi se. Beethoven filled the car, the Monlight Sonata.

"That's bullshit, babe,"” | said. "You know how much | have invested in you? | could buy two
good whores for what that dress cost." She refused to neet ny eyes. In a whine that set ny teeth
on edge, she said, "Danny, can't you see that it's over between us?"

"Look babe, let's not argue in the parking lot, okay?" | was trying hard to be reasonabl e.
"Not with people walking by and listening. We'll go sonmeplace private where we can talk this over
calmy, like two civilized human beings." She shifted slightly in the seat and adjusted her skirt

with a little tug. Drawing attention to her long legs and fine ass. Making it hard for me to think
straight. The bitch really knew how to twi st the knife. Even now, crying and beggi ng, she was
aware of how it turned nme on. And even though | hated being aroused by her little act, | was. The
sex was al ways best after an argunent; it made her sluttish

I clenched nmy anger in one hand and fisted nmy pocket with it. Thinking howmuch I'd like to
up and give her a shot. She was begging for it. Secretly, maybe, it was what she wanted; 1'd often
suspected she'd enjoy being hit. It was too late to act on the inpul se, though. The nenory was
pl aying out |ike a tape, imrmutable, unstoppable.

Al the while, like a hallucination or the screen of a television set receiving conflicting
signals, | could see the Wdow, frozen with fear half in and half out of the ground. She quivered
like an acetylene flane. In the menory she was saying sonething, but with the shift in ny enotions
came a correspondi ng war pi ng-away of perception. The train station, car, the w ndshield w pers and
music, all faded to a murmur in my consci ousness.

Tent acl es whi pped around the Wdow. She was caught. She struggl ed hel pl essly, deliciously.
The Corpsegrinder's enotions pul sed through ne and to ny renote horror | found that they were

identical with ny own. | wanted the Wdow, wanted her so bad there were no words for it. | wanted
to clutch her to nme so tightly her ribs would splinter and for just this once she'd know it was
real. | wanted to own her. To possess her. To put an end to all her little ganes. To know her
every thought and secret, down to the very bottom of her being.

No nore lies, babe, | thought, no nore evasions. You' re mine now

So perfectly in sync was | with the Corpsegrinder's desires that it shifted its primary
consci ousness back into the liquid sphere of nenory, where it hung snmug and | azy, watching, a
voyeur with a willing agent. | was in control of the autononous functions now | reshaped the
tentacles, nerging and reconbining theminto two strong arns. The claws and tal ons that clutched
the fence | namde | egs again. The exterior of the Corpsegrinder | norphed into human senbl ance,
save for that great mass of nmenories sprouting fromour back |ike a bloated spidersack. Last of
all | nmade the head.

| gave it ny own face.

"Surprised to see ne again, babe?" | |eered. Her expression was not so nuch fearful as
di sappointed. "No," she said wearily. "Deep down, | guess | always knew you'd be back."

As | drew the Wdow closer, | distantly knew that all that held ne to the Corpsegrinder in
that instant was our comon store of nenories and ny deternmination not to | ose them agai n. That
was enough, though. | pushed ny face into hers, forcing open her nmouth. Energies flowed between us
like a feast of tongues.

| prepared to drink her in.

There were no barriers between us. This was an experience as intense as when, naking |ove,
you |l ose all track of which body is your own and thought dissolves into the animal nmonent. For a

giddy instant | was no less her than | was nyself. | was the Wdow staring fascinated into the
filthy depths of my psyche. She was nyself wi tnessing her astonishnent as she realized exactly how
little | had ever known her. We both saw her freeze still to the core with horror. Horror not of

what | was doing.

But of what | was.

I can't take any credit for what happened then. It was only an inmpul se, a spasm of the
enotions, a sudden and unexpected clarity of vision. Can a single flash of decency redeema life
like mne? | don't believe it. | refuse to believe it. Had there been tine for second thoughts,
things mght well have gone differently. But there was no tine to think. There was only tine
enough to feel an up welling of revulsion, a visceral desire to be anybody or anything but nmy own
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| oat hsone self, a profound and total yearning to be quit of the burden of such nenories as were
m ne. An aching need to just once do the noral thing.

I let go.

Bobbi ng gently, the swollen corpus of ny past floated up and away, carrying with it the
parasitic Corpsegrinder. Everything |I had spent all my life accunulating fled fromne. It went up
like a balloon, spinning, dwi ndling... gone. Leaving nme only what few flat nenories | have
narrated here.

| screaned.

And then | cried.

I don't know how long | clung to the fence, nourning my |oss. But when | gathered nyself
together, the Wdow was still there.

"Danny," the Wdow said. She didn't touch nme. "Danny, |'msorry."

I'"d al nost rather that she had abandoned nme. How do you apol ogi ze for sins you can no | onger
renmenber? For having been soneone who, however abhorrent, is gone forever? How can you expect
forgi veness from sonebody you have forgotten so conpletely you don't even know her nane? | felt
twi sted with shame and nisery. "Look," | said. "I know |'ve behaved badly. Mre than badly. But
there ought to be sone way to make it up to you. For, you know, everything. Sonehow. | nean--"

What do you say to sonebody who's seen to the bottom of your wretched and i nadequate soul ?

"I want to apol ogize," | said.

Wth sonmething very close to conpassion, the Wdow said, "It's too late for that, Danny. It's
over. Everything's over. You and | only ever had the one trait in common. W neither of us could
ever let go of anything. Small wonder we're back together again. But don't you see, it doesn't
matter what you want or don't want -- you're not going to get it. Not now You had your chance.
It's too late to make things right." Then she stopped, aghast at what she had just said. But we
both knew she had spoken the truth.

"Wdow," | said as gently as | could, "lI'msure Charlie--"

"Shut up."

I shut up.

The Wdow cl osed her eyes and swayed, as if in a wind. Aripple ran through her and when it
was gone her features were sinpler, nore schematic, |ess recognizably human. She was al r eady
begi nning to surrender the anthroponorphic.

| tried again. "Wdow..." Reaching out ny guilty hand to her

She stiffened but did not draw away. Qur fingers touched, tw ned, mated.

"Eli zabeth," she said. "My nane is Elizabeth Connelly."

We huddl ed together on the ceiling of the Roxy through the dawn and the blank horror that is
day. Wien sunset brought us conscious again, we tal ked through half the night before naking the
one deci sion we knew all along that we'd have to neke.

It took us alnmost an hour to reach the Seven Sisters and clinb down to the highest point of
Thal i a.

We stood hol ding hands at the top of the nmast. Radi o waves were gushing out from under us
like a great wind. It was all we could do to keep from bei ng bl own away.

Underfoot, Thalia was happily chatting with her sisters. Typically, at our nonment of greatest

resol ve, they gave not the slightest indication of interest. But they were all listening to us.
Don't ask ne how | knew.

"Cobb?" Elizabeth said. "I'mafraid."

"Yeah, me too." A long silence. Then she said, "Let me go first. If you go first, | won't
have the nerve."

"Ckay. "

She took a deep breath -- funny, if you think about it -- and then she let go, and fell into
t he sky.

First she was like a kite, and then a scrap of paper, and at the very |ast she was a rapidly
tunmbling speck. | stood for a long tine watching her falling, dwindling, until she was lost in the
background flicker of the universe, just one nore spark in infinity.

She was gone and | couldn't help wondering if she had ever really been there at all. Had the

Wdow truly been Elizabeth Connelly? O was she just another fragment of ny shattered self, a
bundl e of related menories that | had to cone to terms with before | could bring nyself to let go?

A vast enptiness seened to spread itself through all of existence. | clutched the nast
spasnodi cal |y then, and thought: | can't!

But the nonent passed. |'ve got a |ot of questions, and there aren't any answers here. In
just another instant, |I'Il let go and follow Elizabeth (if Elizabeth she was) into the night. |

will fall forever and I will be converted to background radiation, sneared ever thinner and cool er

file:/lIC|/13226%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...s/Michael%20Swanwick%20-%20Radio%20Waves.txt (10 of 11) [1/3/2005 12:35:35 AM]



file://1C|/3226%620Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Mi chael %620Swanwi ck%20-%20Radi 0%20Waves.txt

across the universe, a snmooth, uniform and universal nmessage that has only one decode. Let Thalia

carry ny story to whoever cares to listen. | won't be here for it.
It's tinme to go now. Tine and then sonme to leave. |I'mfrightened, and |I'm going.
Now.
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